
Adapting Airport Terminals for 
an Aging Population

OECD-MIT International 
Symposium – New 

Transportation Technology for 
Older People

Harry P. Wolfe
September 24, 2003



Rationale for Research

• Prior research focused on impacts of 
aging on ADL and enhancements to 
facilitate intraurban mobility

• Less research on adaptations 
necessary for long distance travel 

• Air is dominant long distance travel 
mode, so it is important to adapt airport 
terminal design to better accommodate 
older persons



Age 65+ Age Cohort:2000 
to 2020
• 35 million to 54 million people 65 

or older in United States

• 13 - 14 million air trips by seniors 
to 21 million air trips

Source: Census 2000 and 
American Travel Survey 



Impact of Increase in
Propensity to Fly



Perspective

• Older persons don’t want to be 
considered disabled

• Cherish independence



Analytical Methods

• Research on aging and 
implications for terminal design

• Holding focus group

• Conducting interviews 



Implications of Aging on 
Terminal Design

Walking• Mobility

Way-finding
Vending machines
Messages
Signage
Waiting/lifting• Strength

• Sight
• Hearing
• Touch
• Cognition



Focus Group Identified 
Three Major Concerns

• Way-finding

• Walking

• Waiting



Way-finding Issue: Clarity 
of Maps

Does map tell you:

Where you are?

Where you want to go?



Walking Issues

• Distance

• Change of grade

• Availability of Mobility aids
- Carts
- Moving sidewalks



Walking Up Grade



Waiting Issues

• Baggage check-in

• Gate check-in

• Boarding aircraft

• Security



Waiting at Security



Passenger Functions and 
Activities
• Instructions and way-finding
• Arrival and check-in
• Using vending machines
• Traveling to the gate
• Passing through security
• Waiting and embarking
• Arrival at destination airport
• Baggage Handling
• Exiting the terminal



Instructions and Way-
Finding

• Enhancements to “You Are Here” 
maps- orient with axis of environment

• Enhancements to terminal signage –
Color combinations, placement, size

• Use of volunteers – standardize



Arrival and Check- In

• Arrival  
- Private auto – parking to terminal 
- Public transportation – boarding
- People mover – seating

• Check-In
- Seating areas - supplement
- Alternatives to queuing 

- Hand held devices
- Reservations 



Traveling to the Gate

• Traversing Vertical Space
- Elevators - clear designation
- Escalators - warnings on exit 
- Steps - thresholds clearly marked

• Traversing Horizontal Space
- Moving side-walks - audible 

warnings
- Carts - boarding devices
- Resting areas along concourses 



Moving Sidewalks



Passing Through Security

• Queuing - system for processing pax

• Removing personal items – more 
tables and chairs 

• Maneuvering baggage – lifting 
devices

• Walking through screening devices -
railings



Baggage Handling and 
Retrieval
• Finding and waiting for baggage –

enhance signage and provide 
seating

• Retrieving baggage – redesign 
conveyor system 



Resting While Waiting



Policy
• Recommendation: Develop airport 

terminal design standards for older 
persons and seek government support 
for standards

• Implementation: Hold multidisciplinary 
workshop to establish standards



Modal
• Recommendation: Evaluate airport 

terminals in terms of standards and 
identify enhancements 

• Implementation: Develop airport 
inventory form and process working 
through Association of American Airport 
Executives (AAAE)







Research - 1
• Recommendation:  Apply ITS 

technology to airport terminals 
especially to facilitate wayfinding

• Implementation: Work with TRB, Volpe 
Transportation Center and MIT Aging 
Lab to identify ITS applications and 
apply in a test airport



Research -2
• Recommendation: survey intercity 

modal splits by age regularly to gauge 
impact of terminal enhancements on air 
travel by older persons.

• Implementation: Work with the Bureau 
of Transportation to perform annual 
surveys of intercity modal splits



A Parting Thought

“Just because you can’t run as 
fast, jump as high, or throw as far 
doesn’t mean that you still 
shouldn’t be able to play the 
game.”   Harry P. Wolfe, January 2003



For More Information
Contact:
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